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Biocthics Progressing

Sam Berger and Jonathan D. Moreno

The last few years have seen increases in the numbers of self-described
progressives and progressive organizations. The new progressive move-
ment is not simply an attempt to abandon the politically compromised
label “liberal’, but is rooted in certain commonalities between the turn
of this century and that of a hundred years ago. Progressives in the early
twentieth century faced economic and political changes that seemed to
threaten their values and even their very way of life. Similarly today,
globalization weakens the ability of the nation-state to regulate its
economy, and the global security landscape is dotted with more and
more powerful and unpredictable actors, even as we become increasingly
aware of growing wealth disparities and of our interconnectedness to
people on the other side of the world. The effects of these changes have
been felt acutely in the United States; people are concerned about losing
jobs in an international marketplace, about the failing social safety net,
and about security threats from abroad. The realization that new solu-
tions are needed to confront these issues and many others underlies the
modern progressive movement.

In this chapter we will place contemporary American progressivism
in historical context and identify some central themes of progressivism
in bioethics. As a political philosophy, progressivism complements and
builds upon the values of liberalism by emphasizing transparency as an
important element of democratic processes, the importance of expertise
rather than ideology in public policy, public regulation of concentrations
of wealth and power, and activism in the pursuit of social justice. Ameri-
can progressivism is also deeply influenced by pragmatism, which encour-
ages a focus on achieving the goals of social policy by means that work
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rather than on ideologically based a priori judpments about (he elficacy
of governmental or private sector solutions to public problems. A pro-
gressive approach to bioethics is particularly appropriate because, as we
shall explain, the core idea of progress is closely associated with the
modern idea of science, and bioethics itself embodies a progressive spirit.
CAs progressives who work in the field of bioethics, we are interested
in the ways these values may guide policies and practices in the life sci-
ences, as well as in pitfalls progressive bioethicists must be careful
to avoid. Just as America faces major economic and political changes,
the concerns stimulated by modern biology are in :E.uo;msﬂ respects
unprecedented, and are having a significant effect on Western society as
a whole. The cloning of Dolly the sheep, the isolation of human embry-
onic stem cells, and the mapping of the human genome have catapulted
biology, and thus bioethics, onto the national stage. One of President
George W. Bush’s first major policy initiatives concerned federal funding
for stem cell research, and that issue has been prominent in a number of
recent elections. Bioethics has also become a major concern of the con-
servative movement, particularly among neoconservatives and the reli-
gious right (Hinsch 2005). But the need for a progressive bioethics
extends beyond simply a political response to the burgeoning public
interest in the field. The progressive focus on bioethics represents some-
thing greater: a realization that these are significant changes in the life
sciences, changes that progressives would do well to pay attention to and
address.

While conservatives have devoted significant attention to biotechnol-
ogy issues, their approach has not been successful. Although admirable
in urging a focus on broad philosophical questions, in practice the con-
servative response to legitimate issues raised by biotechnology has often
been ineffectual and shortsighted. Conservatives frequently default to
reflexive opposition to new technologies, an opposition that is almost
always overtaken by practical events. Worse yet, this all-or-nothing
approach leaves them, and the rest of society, unprepared to address the
challenges that are raised by the gradual adoption of new technologies.
Consider conservative opposition to in vitro fertilization, which culmi-
nated in President Ronald Reagan’s decision not to fund IVF research.
Rather than smothering the nascent technology, his actions simply
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allowed it to develop in the private sector, unregulated and self-
repulated, which has caused a number of troubling developments we are
now beginning to face (Mundy 2007). By preventing the government
[rom regulating cloning and stem cell research through federal funding
and other vehicles of public control, research opponents actually help
[oster similar problems.

Rather than seek to stop change in its tracks, progressives have histori-
cally understood that one can view aspects o.m it as problematic without
rejecting it wholesale. Seeing rapid industrialization in the beginnings of
the twentieth century, progressives recognized that it was leading to a
dangerous accumulation of political and economic power in the hands
of a few. But they also saw that it was strengthening the American
economy, and that it could not be stopped or reversed. Rather than fight
economic and political change in principle or accept it as inevitable,
progressives sought to ensure that this change would be influenced and
constrained by widely shared values of rewarding hard work, providing
economic opportunity, and strengthening democracy. .

The changes wrought by biotechnology are in a similar vein—chal-
lenging, but potentially very beneficial—and thus require a similar
approach. Progressives should not unduly oppose the use of new tech-
nologies, but they also should not forget that these technologies must be
controlled and regulated so as to comport with our shared values. There
is no denying that many find the implications of new biotechnologies
disconcerting, and for good reason. Despite their Qm,E@smo:m promise to
improve our lives, they also present novel and sometimes unsettling
prospects. The synthetic manufacture of mmm&v\ pathogens, growing dis-
parities in access to both conventional and newly developed medical care,
and the continued commodification of the body are all issues posed by
recent medical discoveries. Progressives must be careful to balance enthu-
siasm for the positive possibilities of new biotechnologies with m,rmm_ﬁrw
respect for their potentially negative effects.

Further, many of ‘these issues cannot be easily addressed with old
methodologies. Consider, for example, the tensions facing the reproduc-
tive rights movement’s support of reproductive choice when new bio-
technologies offer (or will offer) the potential not only to choose when
to have a child, but also choose what characteristics it will have (Berger
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2007). The issue ol reproductive choice tikes on new meaning when
people can use it in a discriminatory manner, choosing not 1o bear a
child who is a girl or who has a disability. What was once a rallying cry
for reproductive rights now seems problematic in certain contexts. These
types of novel problems will -require equally novel and adaptive solu-
tions. As progressives, we must understand that change will come; the
question is what we will do to shape that change.

Progressivism: Past and Future

We can learn much from the original progressives of more than 100 years
ago. The Progressive Era was a time of optimism as well as rapid change.
Many took seriously the proposition that government could be an insti-
tution of reform. At the dawn of the twentieth century, America was
feeling the effects of the Gilded Age, a second industrial revolution that
made local businesses give way to factories and moved political power
from the small towns to the big cities. A small group of businessmen
capitalized on these changes, amassing vast wealth and power. With
these changes came new problems as ordinary people struggled to adjust
to the changing economic realities and government was corrupted by the
powerful.

Seeing these problems, and believing in their own ability to fix them,
Progressives embarked on one of the most ambitious plans for reform
since the Founding. They sought to embrace the potential of these new
developments, but also to ensure that this potential was shaped by their
shared values. “Progressives arose to bring order to both politics and the
economy, but their quest was at least as much about morality as about
political economy. The values of the Progressives were rooted in the old
virtues, even as they accepted that the tides of industrialism could not
be turned back.” (Dionne 1996b, 35) Muckrakers like Upton Sinclair
exposed the deplorable working conditions in factories, activists like Jane
Addams provided help to the poor immigrants who flocked to urban
areas looking for work, and trustbusters like Theodore Roosevelt broke
up illegal business monopolies and heightened industry regulation. Aca-
demics also joined the fray, realizing that “the function of ‘social science’
wasn’t simply to dissect society for non-judgmental analysis and
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academic promotion, but to help in finding solutions to social problems”
(Moyers 2003). Progressives determined that to limit the deleterious
effects of national corporations they would have to give increased power
to the national government to protect the interests of ordinary people.

In order to effectively use government as an instrument of the popular
will and public interest, Progressives first had to clean it up, rooting out
corruption and replacing it with competence and a spirit of public
service. Newspapermen like Lincoln Steffens exposed government cor-
ruption, while Progressive politicians such as Robert LaFollette and
George Norris ran for public office and won. They created fairer labor
standards, publicly owned or regulated sanitation, transportation, and
utility systems, and better consumer protection. They passed laws barring
corporate campaign contributions, and a constitutional amendment
allowing the direct election of senators in an effort to clean up the
“Millionaire’s Club” the Senate had become. They worked to make
government transparent, accountable, and fact-based.

Yet the Progressive Era was not an unqualified boon, particularly in
the realm of bioethics. While everyday workers saw improvements in
their lives, there was also a resurgence of racism and segregation, encour-
aged by a “science [that] increasingly endorsed many Americans’ belief
that some races were better than others” (McGerr 2003, 192). And the
same impetus that inspired academics to fight for workers’ rights also
caused some of them to associate themselves with eugenics and social
Darwinism. Tainted as it is with the horrors of Nazi Germany, it is hard
to imagine eugenics as a progressive movement. Yet eugenics was widely
viewed as the progressive biology of the day, justifying a public policy
that included the forced sterilization of “inferior” people such as the
mentally retarded, the deaf, and certain ethnic and racial groups. No less
a progressive leader than President Theodore Roosevelt said “We have
no business perpetuating citizens of the wrong type.” (Moreno 2007)
Although progressives were not alone in embracing eugenics, and
although some of them were among its toughest critics, progressivism
must bear its share of the blame for attempting to elevate a biological
theory to pubic policy.

The resurgence of progressivism has focused on emulating the eco-
nomic and political successes of the era while avoiding the moral failures.




8 Hevper amd Mareno

Contemporary thinkers liken the economic dislocation caused by the rise
of transnational corporations and international competition to the prob-
lems caused by national corporations in the 1900s, which resulted in
similarly dramatic changes in political systems and moral values (Dionne
1996b). These new progressives have taken up the challenge of ensuring
that the economy still has a place for the individual, that politics does
not become a plaything of the powerful, and that we do not lose our
sense of common purpose and values in the face of tumultuous change
(Halpin and Teixeira 2006). ‘

But we also face an era of unprecedented biological change. Scientists
continue to develop the ability to clone mammals, regenerative medicine
seeks to unlock the power to heal ourselves with our cells, synthetic
biology may allow us to create new species, and genetic modification
offers the potential to radically alter our DNA. As scientific changes
challenge and revise our very definition of life (Borenstein 2007), there
is a special role for a progressive bioethics. In working to ensure that
these changes improve the common good, we must look to hard-won
values of respect for persons and protection of human dignity.

Science and Progressivism

A distinctly progressive bioethics is a natural outgrowth of the close
connection between progressivism and science. That the words ‘progres-
sive’ and ‘science’ gained their modern meanings at the same time was
no historical accident, but rather a- demonstration of the shared belief
inherent in both the scientific method and the notion of progress that
‘the power of knowledge acquired through systematic inquiry canimprove
the conditions for human flourishing. In many ways, progressivism is
simply the application of the method of science to the development of
public policy. At its core, “the American Progressive tradition [is] reso-
lutely experimental rather than _.@mmx?m_% ideological, in constant search
of new methods, insistent on continuous reform” (Dionne 1996b, 15).
Progressivism is predicated on the questioning of assumptions, on open-
ness of inquiry, on reliance on empirical data, and on transparent com-
munal investigation. Policies are to be based on experiment, not belief;
Justice Louis Brandeis expressed this attitude when he referred to the
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states as laboratories of democracy in which new policies could be tested
and improved. Just as good science requires a community of informed
and empowered researchers reconsidering existing assumptions in light
of data, good government requires knowledgeable and capable citizens
and legislators doing the same. .

"The application of scientific principles to governance can be seen not
only in the style but also in the substance of progressive policymaking.
Progressives brought regulators with greater scientific expertise and
adherence to the scientific method into government to ensure food and
drugs were safe. They sought to bring empirical analysis to the selection
of members of government itself, greatly oxww:&:m the number of gov-
crnment jobs given through the merit system. And they sought to replace
the old system of nepotism and corruption that had dominated politics
with a government that was responsive to hard facts instead of cold cash.
Progressives saw the scientific method as a singularly successful mode of
objective inquiry, one that would have similar successes when applied to

government.
Progressivism’s Promise and Perils

Progressivism is as promising an approach to governing today as it was
a hundred years ago. Embracing the spirit of American pragmatism,
progressivism focuses on results rather than ideology. Thus, certain prob-
lems may require more government intervention, while others may be
more amenable to market solutions; only data and experience can deter-
mine which is the best means of addressing an issue. Progressives also
acknowledge the changing nature of society, understanding that past
solutions may not be applicable to current problems. More than that,
progressives are hopeful, believing in the capacity of human beings to
shape a better world for themselves and their children. They appreciate
the possibilities of technology and the use of scientific and technological
expertise to achieve our most ambitious goals. Rather than opposing
change, progressives embrace the possibility of a new world, seeking to
shape it through our shared values into the world we want it to be. And
progressivism is mindful of the less powerful, the people in whom political
power is and should be vested, ensuring that government works for their
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interests. This lexible, evolving philosophy is well suited (0 a quickly
changing political landscape in which yesterday's wisdom is today’s folly,

Like any governing philosophy, however, progressivism has the poten-
tial to go awry. Exaggeration of progressives’ support for expertise, belicf
in our ability to effect positive change, or concern with practical results
can lead to impulses that are antithetical to the spirit of progressivism.
None of these problems are necessary results of a progressive sensibility,
but they do point to potential pitfalls within progressivism that could
subvert its effectiveness and its ultimate goals. To avoid these dangers,
we must understand the excesses from which they stem.

The belief in the potential of science, evidence, and expertise to solve
societal problems can lead to dangerous elitism if not balanced by a keen
sense of the limitations of science, as is true for any human endeavor.
When relying on expertise and evidence, there may be a tendency to
ignore people who are not experts, or to discredit arguments that rely
more on moral sentiment than on science. Of course, democracy is based
on the notion that individuals can and should make their own political
decisions, and creating an environment that allows an engaged citizenry
to make these decisions is at the heart of the progressive project. Yet
those who strongly support rational, fact-based reasoning may shy away

from the messiness of democratic consensus building and gravitate’

toward the seemingly clearer and cleaner world of elite decision making.
This strain of elitism coupled with a belief in the objective truth and
power of science was apparent in some progressive reformers in the
1960s, including overzealous social scientists who overestimated their
ability to repair social ills. Their perceived failures to fix problems such
as de facto school segregation and poverty led to a backlash among
intellectuals who “doubted that imperfect and unpredictable human
beings could be organized socially on the basis of ‘scientific’ knowledge
alone” (Dionne 1991, 60). Many of these critics coalesced around the
new journal The Public Interest, which aimed to show that the capacity
of social policy to fix intractable problems was limited; eventually, many
of those critics would become major figures in the neoconservative move-
ment. Conservatives trace progressive elitism directly back to the opti-
mism of the Progressive Era. The noted conservative intellectual William
Schambra erroneously describes Progressives as those who wanted the
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“transter of political power away from everyday citizens and their
chaotic, parochial, benighted local organizations, often steeped in foolish
religious mythology”™ and who believed that “power should instead be
put into the hands of centralized, professionally credentialed experts
irained in the new sciences of social control” (2006, 2). While Schambra
vastly overstates the undemocratic impulses in progressivism, his critique
shows the concern many have for advocating too strongly for expert
leadership, particularly in areas where expertise itself is lacking.

Eilitism can also lead to a broad utopianism when progressives become
0o sure of their ability to address any and all of the world’s problems.
Not recognizing human limits, they may overreach and fail, thus doing
more damage than if they had done nothing. The historian Michael
McGerr view today’s impoverished politics as a direct result of the
excesses of the Progressive Era, which “offer[ed] the promise of utopia-
nism—and generat{ed] the inevitable letdown of unrealistic expecta-
tions” (2003, xiv). Try to do too much and you may convince people
they are incapable of doing anything. But the danger lies not only in
lowered individual expectations, but also in unexpected negative results
from large-scale, poorly understood changes. The neoconservatives

¢4

termed this the “law of unintended consequences,” arguing that in the
1960s “one well-intended program after another had failed, often by
solving one problem only to create another one” (Dionne 1991, 60). In
abandoning tradition, conservatives argue, progressives revealed a
hubristic belief that they knew better than centuries of painstakingly
accumulated human knowledge. Seeing the problems too narrowly, pro-
gressives failed to understand the totality of their actions, and at times
did more harm than good.

And there is some reason for present-day progressives to be wary of
overstepping their bounds. As evidenced by the Progressive Era, the
scientific impulse can be abused. Faith in progress inspired protection of
workers and accountable, open government, but also was twisted to
support eugenic sterilizations stemming from pseudo-science. As long as
science carries cultural cachet, people will attempt to justify terrible
actions by recourse to it. And there are always limitations to our knowl-
edge and our ability to effect change; the Green Revolution and the war
in Iraq are clear testaments to that.
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There is also concern that propressives, in their constant efforts (6
achieve reforms and to solve one problem after another, will lose a sense
of the larger picture. Rather than think about the ends, progressives
could find themselves too caught up in the means, focusing on the most
efficient way to achieve a goal without adequately questioning whether
it is desirable. Anticipating the neoconservative critique of mainistream
bioethics, this concern was forcefully articulated by Randolph Bourne,
a progressive who split with John Dewey over Dewey’s support for
American involvement in World War 1. Criticizing pragmatists, the phil-
osophical school most closely associated with progressivism, Bourne
complained they were elitists who were “hostile to impossibilism, to
apathy” and had thus created a generation of young intellectuals
“immensely ready for the executive ordering of events, pitifully unpre-
pared for the intellectual interpretation or the idealistic focusing on
ends” (1967, 88). The young pragmatists had “absorbed the secret of
scientific method as applied to political administration . . . [but] they had
never learned not to subordinate idea to technique” (ibid., 88-89). This
concern seems surprising in view of other commentators’ suggestions
that Progressives were prone to utopian idealism, but it demonstrates
that excess has the potential to corrupt underlying goals in many differ-
m:ﬁ.,«mmwm.

There are strong echoes of these worries in the conservative (and
especially neoconservative) bioethicists® project to return to the bioethics
of the late 1960s and the early 1970s, when the conversation focused on
the moral ends of the life sciences rather than on the appropriate means
of utilizifig teéchnologies. They worry that in practice bioethical theory
has become “thin” with its emphasis on personal autonomy, rather than
“thick” with reflection on the goals of medicine, the nature of humanity,
and the preservation of human dignity. In particular, Leon Kass, the
former chairman of George W. Bush’s bioethics council, has called for
a “richer” bioethics that does not have moral consensus as a goal and
seeks more than mere procedural solutions to ethical dilemmas. These
conservative bioethicists fear that the lack of concern for ends could leave
progressivism lifeless, a mechanical pursuit of one goal followed by the
next, with no uplifting moral vision. In a sense, Bourne and others
worried that Progressives’ focus on science was causing them to forget
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the poetry, the humanity of their pursuit. Of course, these concerns are
directly connected to worries about elitism and anti-democratic impulses
stemming, from a distancing of professionalized reformers from the “irra-
tional™ masscs. Their present-day form can be seen in conservatives’
efforts to paint their opponents as “pointy-headed intellectuals” too
caught up in the ivory tower of academia to understand ordinary people,
and in the left’s perpetual worry that it is so focused on policy prescrip-
tions that it lacks a narrative or vision with which to connect with the
¢common man.

It is no accident that the themes of elitism, utopianism, and excessive
concern with means also appear in conservative critiques of science,
particularly in the writings of neoconservative bioethicists. Drawing on
the distrust of earlier neoconservatives for social science expertise, this
later generation has exaggerated their worries to encompass the hard
sciences as well. The theme of arrogant scientists, dismissive of the
common people and unwilling to accept any of their restraints, is a
common one. It stretches at least as far back as Mary Shelley’s Franken-
stein. The neoconservative bioethicist Eric Cohen captures the critique
in its latter-day form:

From the beginning, science was driven by both democratic pity and aristocratic
guile, by the promise to help humanity and the desire to be free from the con-
straints of the common man, with his many myths and superstitions and taboos.
The modern scientist comes to heal the wretched bodies of those whose meager
minds are always a threat to experimental knowledge. (2006, 27)

This rhetoric has been extremely strong in the stem cell debate, in which
researchers are frequently described almost as if they are mad scientists
operating outside the norms of society (Moreno and Berger 2006).
Worries that scientists are playing God are partially concerns that they
lack a sense of humility—the understanding of human weaknesses and
limitations that is the hallmark of conservative thought. Neoconservative
bioethicists believe that “humility, alas, is not always a prominent sci-
entific virtue, at least among the most prominent scientists, and especially
among many modern biologists” (Cohen 2006,.27).

And neoconservative critics of science also argue that scientists are so
caught up in gaining knowledge about the world that they do not stop
to think about the morality of their actions, or understand that science
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itsell cannot answer those moral questions, Far from secing science as
value neutral (a widespread view among the general public), neoconser-
vatives see it as value laden in a way that excludes many moral ends.
Yuval Levin comments: “In forcing the world into this [scientific] form,
science must necessarily leave out some elements of it that do not aid
the work of the:scientific method, and among these are many elements
we might consider morally relevant.” (2006, 35) Leon Kass goes even
further, arguing that “modern science rejects, as meaningless or useless,
questions that cannot be answered by the application of method” (1993,
8). Echoing Randolph Bourne, Kass describes a cold, remorseless science
reminiscent of the opening pages of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World
(a neoconservative favorite), asserting that “the so-called empirical
science of nature is, as actually experienced, the highly contrived encoun-

»

ter with apparatus” and that “nature in its ordinary course is virtually
never directly encountered” (1993, 7). These neoconservatives argue that
scientists are too far removed from the world to properly consider the
effects of their actions.

Neoconservatives see science and progressivism as so intertwined that
the two are often combined in their minds, concerns about hubristic
scientists mingling with old animosities toward leftist reformers. William
Kristol (son of neoconservative founding father Irving Kristol) and Eric
Cohen made the connection explicit in their discussion of therapeutic
cloning supporters, describing them as “an odd mixture of the hubris of
the medical researcher secking to lead his fellow men beyond nature, and
the sentimentality of the post-Communist romantic, who sees in genetic
science man’s new hope for building a kind, just and liberated heaven
on earth” (2002, 300). For neoconservatives, these impulses are one and
the same, and both must be vigorously opposed.

Bioethics as a Model of Progressive Public Policy

b

Bioethics has a close connection to pragmatic progressivism, and is in
many ways a progressive strain of the existing medial ethics community.
The modern bioethics movement was in part a product of the human
rights fervor of the later 1960s, and in part a result of a small group of
thinkers’ concerns about the implications of the biological revolution
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that could be plimpsed over the horizon. What began as an academic
conversation about genetic modification, reproductive technologies,
replacing, organs, sustaining life, and conducting human experiments
quickly became a matter of law and public policy.

‘I'he new bioethics was distinct from traditional medical ethics not only
in the problems it confronted, but also in its emphasis on the rights of
patients and their families to make crucial decisions that historically had
heen made by E&@Qmsm., In this respect it dovetailed with a growing
public desire to open up medical decision making and to vest greater
authority in the individual. Institutionally, the movement to create ethics
committees at hospitals caught fire after the Karen Ann Quinlan case.
lithics committees represented a practical alternative to legal action when
cooperation and communication between patients and caregivers broke
down, or when the medical issues were of unfamiliar complexity. In
acute clinical situations, academic theories have little leverage; the ethics
committee process represents pragmatism at the “micro” level of the
individual case (Moreno 1995). Thus, bioethics embodies such vnomnnm-
sive values as pragmatic problem solving and the desire to make large,
impersonal institutions more responsive to individuals.

_At the “macro” level, no academic field has been so closely identified
in its early and continued development with governmental advisory
bodies as bioethics. Beginning with the National Commission for the
Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research in
the 1970s, and continuing through the President’s Council on Bioethics,
these panels have attracted a great deal of attention from stakeholders
and in some cases have created lasting policy frameworks, including
regulations on the use of humans as research subjects, standards for
informed consent, criteria for review of human genetic testing, rules on
human reproductive cloning, and conditions for research involving
human biological materials. To be sure, many of the proposals of these
bodies had little or no influence, especially if they seemed to go beyond
the readiness of the political system to accept them. From a sociological
standpoint, it is important to note that the legitimacy of bioethics as a
field was partly conferred by a series of bioethics commissions created
by both Democratic and Republican administrations. These panels have
not been limited to the presidential level; numerous biocethics advisory
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committees on - special topics, i Tuding  oversipht of recombinant
DNA experiments and human ges ing, have been created by various
cabinet-level agencies. This reliance on advisory commissions reflects a
progressive sensibility; President Theodore Roosevelt appointed the frst
presidential advisory - committee, More important, the Systematic
approach taken by commissions—engaging knowledgeable experts in the
process of mmmm.mmm:m the problem at hand, hearing the views of various
stakeholders, gathering evidence, and proposing new policy options—
has come to be closely identified with progressive policymaking.

Of course, the pragmatic approach to bioethics has often been criti-
cized as “instrumentalist” or merely means-oriented, and as too easily
lapsing into a “thin” discussion about process rather than a “thick”
discussion about ultimate goals and moral purposes (Evans 2002;
Callahan 1996). Although we grant that in the public policy sphere

important ethical considerations can too easily be swallowed up by pro- -

cedural concerns, we reject the view that serious moral reflection about
ends as well as means is incompatible with crafting public policy. The
goal of making human beings more fully voluntary participants in
research, for example, is embodied in the requirements for informed
consent. The value of safety in studies of drugs and devices is realized in
formal risk-benefit analysis. And, most important, progressivism respects
the foundational value of a liberal polity that individuals should have
maximal freedom, consistent with the public interest, to pursue their own
vision of the good life. What the critics of bioethics view as succumbing
to procedural norms, progressive bioethicists see as efforts to reconcile
widely held values with respect for individual rights in a pluralistic
democracy. . ,
The justifiable criticism and self-criticism of the bioethics movement
should not obscure the constructive innovations associated with the
social practice of bioethics. Bioethicists have institutionalized the agenda
of patients rights in the clinjcal setting, and they continue to raise con-
cerns about patients’ rights. It would now be unthinkable—and contrary
to professional and regulatory standards—for a hospital or a health-care
organization to lack a mechanism for addressing ethical issues. Prior
review of human research protocols by an ethics board is now a well-
established international norm. An international community of scholars
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has recently Liunched an energetic movement to address n._ﬂmmmo:m .om
plobal ethics. And although neoconservatives have urged a Hr_w_ﬁﬂ. S:M-
nale for prohibiting human reproductive cloning Ga%w:m the p.:m_a .8 the
letus and the mother, the fact remains that the bioethics and life mo_mwnnm
communitics have argued for a ban on attempts to clone a human vm:.rw.

The social practices of bioethics therefore oBvon.q core EomgmmZM

principles: that progress is possible, that pragmatism should Egﬂ_
over ideology, that both individual rights m:m.nrm common good can be
respected and promoted, and that sound public wo__.own:mw_:m HM@EH% a
respect for evidence and a willingness to change familiar ways o Oﬁo_“mﬂ-
ing,. In the coming years, these principles will be needed to wm%mmw chal-
[enges that arise from advances in personalized and regenerative medicine,
stem cell research, synthetic biology, and neurotechnology. .

In order to adequately address the new biological Q.S:mn.m ﬁrm.ﬁ will be
important issues in the twenty-first century, wmomwnmm_<n v.oﬁ..r_n.m must
reflect the best in both progressivism and bioethics. It wEm.H retain pro-
pressivism’s optimism and drive, and it must retain a belief in the om_umm-
ity of individuals and government to work together to solve H\o: _M e
largest of problems. Rather than shy away from challenges or .mmﬁ M:
back to a bygone era, progressive bioethicists mros_a.mzmmmo .S_Hr the
world as it is and contemplate how it might be. But this o_uﬁﬂ.:ms must
be tempered by the lessons of the past and vw an understanding OM the
complexity of many of the social and scientific _umov_m.E.m that con MOE
us. Progressive bioethics suggests a cautiously optimistic approach_to
science that acknowledges uncertainties but is not wmn.m_vﬁom by them.

Progressive bioethics must also remain :os-ma@o_om_wmr cséon_n_m.ﬁ_w to
certain policy prescriptions as absolute truths, and not distracted by .m_ <MH
bullets that promise much but deliver little. It should be mmo::mmn_._: t M
best empirical evidence, staying true to the scientific H.:n&:.um. %wﬂ.ﬁ_:m lac
of ideology should be restricted to means. Progressive bioethicists must
maintain a clear sense of how they want the world to look, and ér.v\ they
want it to look that way. Furthermore, these goals must be m:v_.anﬁ .ﬂo
debate as new technologies or other changes alter the éo.n_m we live in.
The answers to these moral questions are not found ﬁw:r:w science, but
they help to define science’s appropriate goals. waomﬁomm?m vv_oﬁr_nm E_Emﬁ
ensure that the excesses of science do not threaten society’s core values
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Progressive Values in Bioethics

H“H:%&NMH Mw: NMQ mrw:_ﬁ_ _.wmoz‘.: bioethical discussions. The four
dionry e NQM Qmaomm:\m _u_Oml.:nm are critical optimism, buman
K ing parency, .m:A S,\.NR& practicality. These values do not

Ves to any specific policy in perpetuity, but serve to shape
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Critical Optimjsm
Progressive bioethicists are critical optimists

: They und
mendous potential of science and technology mrove o 1

to improve our lives and
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onr world, They recognize the benefits of penicillin, automobiles, and
assisted reproductive technologies. But they also understand that tech-
nolopy and science are not unqualified goods. They remember the lessons
ol the atomic bomb and of dangerous human experimentation. Thus,
they are oriented toward the potential good of the future, believing that
on the whole science and technology have been extraordinarily positive
forces in our world. Yet they do not forget that this is due in part to our
elforts to constrain and shape those technologies, and, at times, to pro-
hibit them. Science and technology are presumptively good, but they do
not cscape a critical examination of their costs and benefits. H:.ommmmm?m
support. for nanotechnology, while insisting on adequate safety and

environmental standards, reflects such a view.

Human Dignity
T'he term ‘human dignity’ has recently taken on a new meaning. Con-

scervatives have used it to describe vague concerns about new technolo-
sies that force us to reconsider strongly held beliefs. For progressives,
‘human dignity’ has its original meaning: that of supporting the rights
of individuals on the basis of our sense of their shared moral worth as
members of the human community (Caulfield and Brownsword 2006).
Thus, progressive bioethicists do not insist on one vision of the good life,
or impose a single moral belief system on everyone. Rather, they protect
and promote the ability of individuals to pursue their own ends, provided
they do not impede the ability of others to do the same. Progressive
support for patients’ autonomy and for access to legal medical treatments

and procedures reflects these dignity concerns.

Moral Transparency .
For progressives, ethics is not a set of specific, immutable, unchanging

laws applied the same way today as a hundred years ago. Rather, our
ethics stem from values and beliefs whose expression continues to evolve
as they are informed by advances in science, politics, art, culture, and
society. New developments cause us to reconsider previously held
assumptions, comparing them with our values and, at times, changing
our notion of how those values should be expressed. Thus, progressive
bioethicists are attuned to these changes, understanding that society may
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change its opinion on what is right as time passes. We seck (0 ground
bivethical decisions in widely held norms within the community, particu-
larly norms that arise from extensive and informed public debate. 'I'he
purpose of progressive bioethics is not to impose values, but to help
people see how their values can be realized in new contexts within a
changing society. Progressive support for in vitro fertilization and other
reproductive technologies that are broadly desired and understood
reflects a belief in public-ethics.

Ethical Practicality

As a type of applied ethics, bioethics must remain closely connected to
the actual circumstances of our world. Rather than imagine doomsday
scenarios of future dystopias or bright utopian futures that may never
come to pass, progressive bioethicists must address the questions of the
here and now. Of course, preparation can ease the introduction of future
technologies into society, but this cannot distract progressive bioethicists
from current problems. And we must not simply address these questions
theoretically; we must seek to offer practical, realizable solutions. The
medical concerns of the developing world, racial and ethnic disparities
in access to health care, and the powerful influence of industry on bio-
medical science and regulation are all issues of great importance that
may require messy solutions. Hearkening back to our pragmatist roots,
progressive bioethicists must seek to productively address questions in
the life sciences in ways that affect the actual world. Progressives’ concern

with health care as a moral issue, not just an economic one, reflects this

concern with practicality.
Toward a Progressive Bioethics

In many ways, there already is a semblance of progressive bioethics. A
number of the values described as progressive are among the dominant
views of the bioethics academy, including adherence to facts, protection
of human dignity, and belief in the potential of science. They are the
values that first defined the field, and they continue to hold prominent
places in it. But progressive bioethics goes beyond these values. It gives
greater prominence to voices that call for a return to concerns with social

[ R ——
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postice, 1o the protection of the least among us, and to an engagement
with the everyday problems we see around us. It is a call to action, a
prompting for biocthicists who share these values to take a more active
role in the public and political debate around these issues. Constructively
addressing the new moral challenges presented by the life sciences
iires an openness to change, an inquiring spirit, and a sense of justice.
That is the call of progressivism, one as powerfully inspiring today as it

wits A century ago.
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